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Summary 

This report addresses ongoing congressional interest in select characteristics of lower federal 
court judges. The analysis of the report focuses on demographic and other characteristics of 
active and senior U.S. circuit and district court judges who are currently serving on the federal 
bench. Consequently, the statistics provided in the report do not necessarily reflect all of a 
President’s circuit or district court appointments during his time in office. A judge in active 
service has not taken senior status, retired, or resigned. A judge who has assumed senior status 
continues, on a part-time basis, to perform the duties of his or her office (which can include 
hearing cases). 

As discussed below, “no ntraditional” judges are those judges who belong to demographic groups 
from which, historically, individuals were not often selected, if at all, for federal judgeships. 
Specifically, for the purposes of this report, white women, non-white men, and non-white women 
are considered nontraditional judges. 

Some of the report’s findings include the following: 

• As of March 7, 2014, the greatest percentage of active circuit court judges were 
appointed by President G.W. Bush (32.1%), followed by Presidents Obama 
(25.3%) and Clinton (25.3%). The greatest percentage of senior circuit court 
judges were appointed by President Reagan (33.3%). 

• Of the active U.S. circuit court judges, 51.2% are white men, 25.3% are white 
women, 16.7% are non-white men, and 6.8% are non-white women. Altogether, 

48.8% of active circuit court judges are nontraditional judges. In contrast, of 
senior circuit court judges, 80.7% are white men, 9.6% are white women, 8.8% 
are non-white men, and less than 1.0% are non-white women. Altogether, 19.3% 
of senior circuit court judges are nontraditional judges. 

• After five years in office, President Obama has appointed the greatest percentage 
of nontraditional active U.S. circuit court judges currently sitting on the bench 
(34.2%), followed by Presidents Clinton (32.9%) and G.W. Bush (25.3%). Of 
senior circuit court judges, President Carter appointed the greatest percentage 
(54.5%). 

• There is, however, variation in the percentage of active circuit court judges 
belonging to specific demographic groups that were appointed by particular 
Presidents. For example, of women serving as active circuit court judges as of 
March 7, 2014, Presidents G.W. Bush and Clinton tied for having appointed the 
greatest percentage (each with 30.8%). 

• As of December 31, 2013, 32.5% of active circuit court judges were eligible, 
based on age and length of service as Article 111 judges, to assume senior status. 

Of those eligible for senior status, President Clinton appointed nearly half 
(47.2%). As of this writing, CRS has not calculated such statistics for active U.S. 
district court judges. 

• The greatest percentage of active district court judges were appointed by 
President G.W. Bush (38.8%), followed by President Obama (29.7%). The 
greatest percentage of senior district court judges were appointed by President 
Reagan (29.2%). 
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• Of active U.S. district court judges, 52.7% are white men, 22. 1% are white 
women, 15.4% are non-white men, and 9.8% are non-white women. Altogether, 
47.3% of active district court judges are nontraditional judges. Of senior district 
court judges, 78.5% are white men, 11.0% are white women, 8.7% are non-white 
men, and 1.8% are non-white women. Altogether, 21.5% of senior district court 
judges are nontraditional judges. 

• Of nontraditional active U.S. district court judges currently on the bench, 
President Obama has appointed the greatest percentage (38.6%), followed by 
Presidents G.W. Bush (28.8%) and Clinton (22.8%). Of senior district court 
judges, Presidents Clinton and Carter appointed the greatest percentages (48.9% 
and 22.3%, respectively). 

• There is, however, variation in the percentage of active district court judges 
belonging to specific demographic groups that were appointed by particular 
Presidents. For example, of Hispanics serving as active district court judges, 
President G.W. Bush appointed the greatest percentage (42.6%). 
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Introduction 

This report provides a profile of select demographic characteristics of judges currently serving on 
U.S. courts of appeals and U.S. district courts. 1 The report also provides statistical information 
related to the percentage of circuit and district court judges appointed by particular Presidents (as 
well as by party of the appointing President). 



U.S. Circuit Courts 

Circuit courts take appeals from federal district court decisions and are also empowered to review 
the decisions of many administrative agencies. The court of appeals decision “usually will be the 
final word in [a] case, unless it sends the case back to the trial court for additional proceedings, or 
the parties ask the U.S. Supreme Court to review the case” (the Supreme Court, though, is not 
required to grant review). 2 

Altogether, 179 circuit court judgeships are currently authorized by law. 3 These judgeships are 
distributed across 13 judicial circuits, 12 of which are geographic in nature (i.e., regional circuits 
comprised of specific groups of states). 4 The smallest court is the First Circuit (comprised of 
Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Puerto Rico, and Rhode Island), with 6 judgeships, while 
the largest court is the Ninth Circuit (comprised of California, 8 other western states, and 2 U.S. 
territories), with 29 judgeships. 



U.S. District Courts 

U.S. district courts are the federal trial courts of general jurisdiction. Altogether, 673 U.S. district 
court judgeships as well as 4 territorial district court judgeships are currently authorized by law. 5 



1 In this report, the U.S. courts of appeals are frequently referred to as “circuit courts” while judges serving on such 
courts are referred to as “circuit court judges.” 

2 “The Appeals Process,” Administrative Office of U.S. Courts, available at http://www.uscourts.gov/FederalCourts/ 
UnderstandingtheFederalCourts/HowCourtsWork/TheAppealsProcess.aspx. 

3 Court of appeals and district court judgeships are created, or authorized, by legislation that must be enacted by 
Congress. Congress last authorized the creation of new circuit court judgeships in 1990 (P.L. 101-650, December 1, 
1990). The legislation in 1990 authorized 1 1 new circuit court judgeships, including 4 new judgeships for the Fourth 
Circuit, 2 each for the Third and Tenth Circuits, and 1 apiece for the Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth Circuits. Legislation 
enacted in 2008 transferred an existing circuit court judgeship from the D.C. Circuit to the Ninth Circuit but did not 
create a new judgeship (P.L. 1 10-177, January 7, 2008). As for district courts, Congress last authorized the creation of 
new judgeships in 2002 (P.L. 107-273). The 2002 legislation authorized eight new permanent judgeships for district 
courts located in California, North Carolina, and Texas, and seven new temporary judgeships for district courts located 
in Alabama, Arizona, California, Florida, New Mexico, North Carolina, and Texas. Congress also extended a 
temporary judgeship for a district court in Ohio and converted four temporary judgeships to permanent judgeships for 
district courts in Illinois, New York, and Virginia. 

4 A list of the states that comprise each circuit is set forth in Section 41 of Title 28 of the U.S. Code. One additional 
circuit, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit, has nationwide jurisdiction and hears certain specialized legal 
claims related to international trade, government contracts, patents, trademarks, certain money claims against the 
United States government, federal personnel, veterans’ benefits, and public safety officers’ benefits claims. 

5 The statistics provided in this report do not include the relatively rare nominations made by a President to territorial 
district court judgeships, which were established by Congress pursuant to its authority to govern the territories under 
Article IV of the Constitution. Judges confirmed to these courts serve 10-year terms (rather than “during good 
(continued...) 
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